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OUghout the years, occupational health nurses have witnessed the effects of organizational stressors on employee and manager health. Typically, the occupational health nurse's response is "What can I do? Things have been this way for years." The purpose of this article is to encourage occupational health nurses to understand the impact stressful workplace environments can have on both the organization and the employees, and to present a plausible argument for initiating realistic workplace changes to help "break the cycle" of workplace stress. Figure I depicts situations often seen in the various places occ upational health nurses work. Occupational health nurses know that situations, such as those listed in Figure I , are causally related and that this relation ship has a destructive cycle. The cumulative effect of a multitude of organizational stressors manifests as deteriorating employee health, lost productivit y, and escalatin g employee group benefit plan costs. What can be done? What is the role of the occupational health nurse?
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NURSING CONTRIBUTIONS
Occupational health nurses are well positioned to have significant impact on decisions made by the various stakeholders such as management, human resource profession als, unions, and employees within an organization. By providing data related to the negative health outcomes of worker stress and associa ting these data with The Performance Maxim izer" model presented in this article, linkages between organizational stressors and employee health can be made. In this way, occupational health nurses can help companies to mitigate some of the negative effects of organizational stress on worker health.
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Ms. Dyck is Occupational Health Nursing Specialist, Progressive Health Consulting, Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Mr. Roithmayr is President, Roithmayr & Associates, Inc., Calgary, Alberta, Canada. MAY 2002, VOL. 50, NO.5 A numbe r of workplace wellness survey tools exist to help measure the degree of perceived threat, stress reactions. coping mechanisms, and health outc ome effects experienced by workers. The occ upational health nurse can identify such instruments and assist the organization to implement them. These data can then be linked with data on organizational stressors that can be ident ified through an instrument such as the survey discu ssed in this article. The outcome of this measurement is an under stand ing of the effects of organizational stressors on worker health in a specific organization.
By working with human resource professionals, or performance and organization effectiveness consultants, occupational health nurses can facilitate organizational effectiveness support for the organization and individual effecti veness support for the worker. Th is can result in a "win-win" situation for client s, empl oyers, and workers.
THE PERFORMANCE MAXIMIZER MOOEL
It is important to start with some of the fundamental aspects about human performanc e in the workpla ce. To sustain success, organizations must provide a supportive environment, enablin g and supporting employee performance in a variety of ways. It is helpful to examine the nature of a supportive work environment using The Performan ce Maximizer model (see Figure 2 ). Thi s tool focuses on the factors shaping optimal human performance in the workpl ace. It describes, in a simple and memor able way, the conditions that exist when successful human performance occurs in the workplace.
Simply stated, empl oyees and leaders need to jointl y create conditions whereby everyone will: • Know what to do. • Be able to do it. • Be equipped to do it. • Want to do it.
In the absence of these conditions, "organizational stressors" develop and cause problems with employee health and on the job performance, and ultimately impact the organization's bottom line.
ORGANIZATIONAL STRESSORS AND HEALTH
The essential elements of the organizational stressors and health cycle are presented in Figure 3 . This figure describes a situation requiring human performance improvement techniques to solve formidable and serious business problems. Intuitively, occupational health nurses recognize a causal relationship among the elements presented in Figure 3 . Following the arrows, the model then illustrates how organizational stressors impact the individual.
Organizational Stressors
The cycle begins and ends with organizational stressors, defined as the absence of the conditions that enable performance. For a comprehensive list of stressors, see Items 1 through 26 in the Organizational Stressors Survey (Appendix, page 219).
Degree of threat. Sustained exposure to organizational stressors can impact even the most resilient individuals (Karasek, 1992) . The more stressors there are and the longer the exposure, the more likely that detrimental effects will occur. In general, personal impact depends on who the individuals are-their personalities, their degree of self confidence and self esteem, their emotional well being, and their personal support systems.
Stress reactions. Workplace stress produces stress reactions. Physiologically, there may be changes in blood pressure or cholesterol levels, heightened awareness of the environment, or increases in muscle tension. Psychologically, judgment may be impaired. The person may experience irritability, anxiety, anger, an inability to concentrate, or memory loss. A recent study indicates that 62% of workers report experiencing "a great deal of stress" at work. For 34% of workers, stress has been so overwhelming that it has made them physically ill (Aventis Pharma- Canada, 2001) . This is consistent with previous work conducted by Karasek (1992) .
Coping mechanisms. Everyone has individual ways of dealing with everyday stressors. Effective communication, problem solving skills, regular exercise, relaxation, social supports, and a variety of personal interests can serve to lessen the effects of stress. However, when stress 
Effects on Individual
Orqcnlzotion Effecti veness Support Individ ud Hedth Effectiveness Support is distressing and prolonged, many people respond in ineffective ways including avoidance, withdrawal, panic, aggressive behavior, and increased use of drugs and alcohol. These ineffective coping mechanisms can serve to handle the stress of the moment, but can seriously impair physical and emotional health in the long run. Effects on individual. For years, health professionals have recognized the symptoms of workplace stress (e.g., headaches, ulcers, infections, hypertension, cardiovascular disease, substance abuse, anxiety, hostility, clinical depression) (Health Canada, 2000; Siegrist, 1996) . However, society is currently beginning to appreciate the costs associated with workplace stress (e.g., productivity losses, human suffering, increased employee group benefit plan costs, the burden on the health care system). See the Sidebar on this page for statistics about depression in the workplace.
Organizations are not solely responsible for the negative effects of organizational stress. However, when average workers spend as much as two thirds of their waking hours at work, or with concerns of work, it begs the question: What is the appropriate level of organizational responsibility?
Organizations and institutions are not typically uncaring, nor do they choose to deliberately ignore stress related problems. Many workplace leaders are also affected. In response, organizations use supportive services to help employees develop effective coping mechanisms. Thus, the following offerings are found in the workplace: • Employee and Family Assistance Programs (EFAPs). Many workplace support services are effective and necessary. However, should individuals instead address the "root causes" of workplace stress? The authors believe a significant causal factor is the organizational environment in which the employee works. Many workplace environments are "toxic" to human life.
Depression in the Workplace
• Three million Canadians suffer depressive episodes in any 12 month period.
• One in fourcases is detected and diagnosed.
• Less than 7% are properly treated.
• In North America, direct costs and productivity losses equal approximately $60 billion annually.
Global Business and Economic Roundtable onAddiction and Men-talHealth (2000) . Reprinted with permission from Kravetz (1996) .
Effects on organization. The cost of workplace stress is not borne by employees alone. Organizations pay a great price for the emotional mismanagement of employees in the form of increased operational and benefit expenses and productivity losses (Shain, 1999) . Low morale, lack of cooperation, conflict, apathy, and hostility are among noted behavioral outcomes. The operational outcomes of this stressor cycle include high rates of employee absenteeism, staff turnover, productivity losses, and increased employee benefit plan costs. Inthe final analysis, the overall result impacts the organization's "bottom line."
Measurement System
Dealing with the causes can break the "cycle of harm." To achieve this, an organization must understand what is happening. Measurement is the key.
Measurement enables an organization to make evidence based decisions about which remedies will produce the desired improvements. This is not only about tracking EFAP usage, monitoring drug plan usage, counting union grievances, or determining the number of absent employees. Measurement must track all the components of the cycle illustrated in Figure 3 and bring the data together to form a holistic picture of the relationships active within the cycle.
Measurement provides data about: • The degree to which stressors are experienced by employees.
• The physical and psychological effects on individuals. • The effects on the organization (e.g., behavioral outcomes, operational results). • The financial or "balanced scorecard" results of the organization (Pratt, 200 I) .
Performance Improvement Actions
Performance and organization effectiveness consultants have the "soft technology" for improving human performance in the workplace. They deal with the organizational stressors as root causes. Occupational health nurses can assist human resources professionals or performance and organization effectiveness consultants to: • Measure the effects of stress and the dollar impact to the organization. • Conduct needs assessments.
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• Analyze the root causes of the problems. • Select and implement interventions.
• Track results and evaluate the outcomes.
Through an effective organization analysis, remedies such as the following can be identified: • Education. Provide comprehensive briefings to top executives and senior management using both external and internal data to illustrate the business case associated with workplace stress and enhancing employee health and well being.
• Measurement system. Develop and implement measurements that include indicators for "stress toxicity," as well as individual health and financial results. • Wellness program. Promote access to and the use of a wellness program. • Management skills. Improve the capacity of management to recognize and respond to causes of workplace stress and employee distress.
• Performance support practices. Become a better manager by implementing and sustaining performance support practices focusing on the "Four Es" of people management (i.e., establish purpose, enable performance, expect results, encourage success).
The importance of effective management is not a new concept. It is not just "nice to do," but essential for creating an environment fostering employee loyalty and long term, sustainable success. Kravetz (1996) studied the correlation between people management practices and financial success. He developed an index for rating an organization's performance in people management practices score. The research examined the correlation of people management practices scores to financial performance during a 10 year period. The Table shows a comparison of companies with low and high people management practice scores.
USE OF GOOD PERFORMANCE SUPPORT PRACTICES IS GOOD BUSINESS
Organizations that consistently use effective people management practices create work environments that reduce or even eliminate significant workplace stressors. Not only do these organizations enable effective business results, they foster the conditions for a healthy workplace.
A list of "best practices" for human performance support are shown in the Sidebar (page 217, left).
Best Practices for Human Performance Support
Establish purpose.
• Help employees understand the organization's vision, values, goals, and business strategies. • Guide the development of individual performance and learning plans that will achieve organization goals. Enable performance.
• Unfortunately, many organizations find it difficult to follow these practices consistently.
INFORMAL SURVEY RESULTS
An informal survey (see Appendix on page 219) was conducted to measure the degree of organizational stress in one Canadian city. The survey examined specific factors within the conditions needed to foster and sustain successful performance (Roithmayr, 2001) . The results suggest significant organizational stressors exist in some workplaces. In general, the number of people who responded "disagree" (1) or "strongly disagree" (2) is low on most items. It is of concern that few people can say, "this is not a stressor" for most items.
Highlights from the survey are organized into the four conditions for great performance (i.e., know what to do, be able to do it, be equipped to do it, want to do it) mentioned at the beginning of this article (Roithmayr, 200 I) . When choosing the highlights, focus was placed on the "agree," "strongly agree," "disagree," and "strongly disagree" responses. See the Sidebar (right) for the survey highlights.
The 42 respondents who completed this survey acknowledged the "cycle of harm" proposed in this article. Their work experience supported a causal relationship among organizational stressors, health, and opera-tional results (see numbers. 27, 28, 29 in the Appendix on page 219). This finding is consistent with research reported by Shain (1998) . He advocates dealing with workplace stress at the source in terms of "work design, work control, work demand, and work effort" as opposed to trying to address the negative outcomes (e.g., workplace injuries, increased operational costs, human suffering, increased employee group benefit plan costs).
On a positive note, 83% of the survey respondents believed organizations can reduce or eliminate organizational stressors while maintaining or growing their business results. See the Sidebar on page 218 for a list of the Top 10 sources of workplace stress (Global Business and Economic Roundtable on Addiction and Mental Health, 2(00).
CALL TO ACTION
Based on the experience of occupational health nurses, human resources personnel, and wellness professionals, stressful conditions in organizations lead to increased employee stress, failing employee health, decreased productivity, increased costs, and lowered financial results. However, the task is to prove this statement. Not enough
Survey Highlights Related to Four Conditions for Great Performance
Know what to do.
• 72% ofthe respondents said employees are faced with conflicting priorities and demands (2). • 42% of the respondents reported that employees are unclear about how their performance is measured (5). • Less than 25% of the respondents reported goal alignment (1, 4).
Be able to do it.
• Half the respondents reported that employees don't receive the coaching and learning support they need (6).
Be equipped to do it.
• Few (10%) of the respondents believed employees receive measurement data about their progress (12). • Few (7%) of the respondents believed employees have clear and effective work processes and procedures (19). • 63% of the respondents reported that employees don't have the time to dothe work required of them (21). Want to do it.
• Half the respondents said employees lack the recognition they need to stay motivated-only 5% indicate that they do (22). • 15% reported that employees receive positive feedback while only 10% say they receive helpful corrective feedback (23, 24) . 
Top Ten Sources of Workplace Stress
• Share findings with others in a specific area. By working together with human resources and organizational specialists, occupational health professionals can take action and find workable solutions to mitigate organizational stress.
Reprinted wi th permission from the Global Business and Economic
Roundtable on Addiction and Mental Health (2001 to the goals of the organization 22% 55% 23% 5. do notunderstand the standards for their success and how their progress and contributions will be measured 13% 45% 42% 6. do notget the coaching they need to succeed in their current roles 8% 40% 52% 7. do notget the learning support they need to further develop their capabilities 20% 32% 48% 8. are in jobs that do notmatch their own personal interests and attributes; do notfind their work meaningful 28% 65% 7% 9. are often involved in poor working relationships 33% 50% 17% 10. encounter workplace situations in which they feel emotionally or psychologically vulnerable 22% 48% 30% 11.encounter workplace situations in which they feel physically unsafe 68% 32% 0% 12.do notget measurement data about their progress 10% 63% 27% 13.do notget sufficient communications about developments in the organization or information that affects their job 33% 47% 20% 14.have little or no involvement in decisions that affect their work 20% 45% 35% 15. do nothave the necessary autonomy and discretion to successfully deliver on their accountabilities 27% 53% 20% 16.feel they have no influence over things that happen to them at work 26% 52% 22% 17. feel their roles are unclear or are in conflict with the roles of other employees 27% 43% 30% 18.do nothave access to the tools, equipment, jobaids, or other resources they need to succeed in their jobs 35% 52% 13% 
